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Abstract
This paper aims to analyze the importance of providing students with a positive classroom
environment that supports adolescent mental health. Middle school can be a time when students
feel lonely, isolated, and oftentimes, it can be physiologically confusing as the body is
transforming to becoming an adult. The Covid-19 pandemic exemplified the negative
characteristics of normal adolescence. Research suggests that schools that incorporate belonging,
relationship building, resilience training, community, and conflict resolution into the classroom
can translate to academic success. Social-emotional learning programs can build community and
improve adolescent mental health by promoting well-being. Addressing mental health through
these types of preventative programs can help decrease long-term mental health issues and
substance abuse. Students who have participated in SEL programs have shown growth in both
mental health and academic achievement.
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CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTION
History of Mental Health Systems in Schools
As early as the 1900s, educators began to understand that mental health affects a student's
education and can become a barrier to learning, similarly to physical ailments (Flaherty et al.,
1996). In the early 20th century, nurses began to be incorporated into the school system. This
caused insight into the idea that poor children struggle to learn as compared to their peers
(Flaherty et al., 1996). This expanded into the secondary level in the 1960s as vision screening,
immunization records, and other preventative measures began to take place. In 1975 with the
Education for All Handicapped Children Act, awareness of mental health in children became
more prevalent. Two decades later, the Disabilities Education Improvement Act (IDEA) brought
more services to meet the needs of students with disabilities. As time progressed, schools became
the hub for both physical health concerns and mental health concerns. In the 1990s, schools
began taking on the responsibility of meeting the needs of the whole learner. Schools provided a
non-threatening environment where children and their families were allowed to be more
vulnerable and seek help as needed (Flaherty et al., 1996). Additionally, in 2002, the No Child
Left Behind Act added grant programs designed to provide preventative measures for mental
health services. In addition, the Affordable Care Act introduced in 2010 allowed more mental
health services to low-income families (Rossen & Cowan, 2014).
Within the last ten years, the stigma of mental health has decreased, in large part due to
overall awareness and social media. There is more social acceptance of both temporary and
longer-term mental diagnoses. However, with that comes complications. Adolescence, in
general, is a time of self-discovery, physiological changes, and brain development.
Understanding that anxiety, loneliness, depressive states, and mood swings can be attributed to
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normal adolescent changes can cause some people to over-diagnose mental illnesses (Rossen &
Cowan, 2014). Educators need to find the balance between providing preventative support, early
identification, and encouraging clinical diagnoses that can help create adolescent well-being.
Well-being of Adolescents Before and After Covid-19
Before the Covid-19 pandemic government shutdown, teachers, educators, and
administrators alike noticed the increasing need for support for adolescents within schools. Many
schools have added additional support staff to their buildings to help identify some underlying
mental and emotional health issues with today’s youth. Before the pandemic, mental health
issues were the leading cause of disability among youth ages 3-17. Between 2009-2019 studies
show a 40% increase in persistent feelings of sadness or hopelessness (Office of the Surgeon
General, 2021). Currently, around 14% of adolescents aged 10-19 are experiencing some aspect
of mental health issues ranging from emotional disorders, behavioral disorders, eating disorders,
psychosis, suicide, self-harm, or extreme risk-taking behaviors (Adolescent Mental Health,
2021).
Human beings are designed for social interaction. In March 2020, the World Health
Organization (WHO) declared that Covid-19 had reached pandemic status (de Figueiredo et al.,
2021). According to the literature, adults with chronic health conditions were more likely to have
lasting physiological effects from the infection. However, children were susceptible as well but
in a less severe form. The side effects that children and adolescents faced were more on a
biopsychosocial level because their everyday routines were interrupted, and social isolation
increased. However, de Figueiredo et al. (2021) suggest that many children and adolescents may
have experienced the opposite effect of social isolation in that they were spending more time
with family members and connecting with peers through social media and the internet. de
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Figueiredo et al. (2021) report that the central nervous system (CNS) is at a stage of critical
development, and long-term stressors, such as the pandemic, can cause lifelong dysfunction
along with cognitive and behavioral issues. More in-depth research is needed to study the effects
of this social isolation (de Figueiredo et al., 2021).
The impact of the pandemic is significant and includes many negative consequences for
children and adolescents. Negative effects are not limited to social isolation, lack of routine and
structure, malnutrition for the most disadvantaged, less time spent on enjoyable and fun
activities, decreased physical activities, family stressors, financial stressors, child abuse and
neglect, parental illness, and direct infection of the brain. Children receiving social services
before the pandemic experienced a decline in their services due to social distancing measures and
longer waitlists (Danese & Smith, 2020). Each child and family experienced varying effects of
the pandemic. Because of that, a population-level intervention will be needed. Danese and Smith
(2020) suggest that agencies need to “involve adolescents in co-production of the materials
targeted to them and find effective ways to engage their developing interests and preferences”
(Danese & Smith, 2020, p. 170). This review aims at identifying the response educators need to
make in helping students overcome some of the emotional challenges of the pandemic.
Providing a Positive Learning Environment for Adolescents
Educators need to be equipped with the tools and resources to create positive classroom
communities to provide support to their students. With increasing levels of mental health issues
and a loss of hope among adolescents, schools need to be ready to provide a safe learning
environment that encourages academic success. Evidence suggests that the more students feel
like they are supported by their teachers and school, they are more likely to increase their levels
of well-being and achievement. This research validates the concept that providing a positive
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classroom environment, specifically through SEL (social-emotional learning) programs, can in
turn, help adolescents through some of the most difficult years of their young lives.
Research Questions
This literature review seeks to answer the following questions: How does a positive
classroom environment relate to adolescent belonging? How can social isolation affect mental
health in adolescents? What role does the school community play in middle school? How do
teacher-student relationships affect academic achievement? What were the effects of the
Covid-19 pandemic on mental health? What were adolescents struggling with prior to the
Covid-19 pandemic, and what changed after? What happens to mental health during normal
adolescence? What is the importance of belonging in school communities? What are ways to
improve the well-being of adolescents in a school setting? What support roles are required for
successful learning communities? How can teachers improve relationships with their students?
What programs are available to help middle school students navigate through adolescence
successfully? What is the effect of specific SEL programs that focus on community and
relationship building?
Key Vocabulary of Research
Mental health refers to our emotional and social well-being. It allows us to adequately
manage stress, build relationships and make safe choices for ourselves and others. From
childhood through old age, having a positive mental health state is essential to living life to the
fullest. Mental health is built upon many factors, such as biological factors as well as life
experiences. Issues with negative mental health can vary from short-term to longer-term and in
strength. Mental health is something that should be taken seriously in school settings.
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Adolescence is a period of life when a person is transitioning from being a child to an
adult (Office of the Surgeon General, 2021). Many biological and physiological changes occur.
Brain development is at a rate similar to the first three years of a child’s life. It is a time of life
when people experience a wide range of mental health complexity, all of which contribute to a
person’s well-being.
Well-being, sometimes referred to in a school setting as social well-being (SWB), is the
concept that people view their lives as going well. People tend to track their immediate
well-being to be associated with good housing, employment, and financial status, but there can
be more to contribute to well-being as a whole. It also includes how people feel about their
relationships, emotions, political positions, as well as their spiritual lives. Well-being also takes
into account physical health. It encompasses both mind and body wellness. People with positive
well-being tend to be more joyful, engage in healthy behaviors, are socially connected, and are
productive both in their career lives and personal lives (Well-being concepts, 2018).
Social-emotional learning (SEL) programs are designed to give students the functional
skills needed for regulating emotions, facing challenges, building relationships, becoming more
resilient, and improving academic performance. Within the last three decades, these types of
programs have become increasingly common in schools. SEL programs can be found in
elementary schools all the way to higher educational programs (Brackett et al., 2012).
Covid-19 is an infectious disease caused by a virus called SARS-CoV-2. This virus has
varying effects on the patients that it infects. Many cases result in a mild respiratory infection,
while others develop more serious complications that can lead to death. Older patients and
patients with underlying health conditions are at a greater risk, along with more serious
infections (Coronavirus, 2020). The Covid-19 outbreak that occurred in March 2020 was
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considered to be of pandemic status due to the short time it took to spread the virus and the
severity of the symptoms. Therefore, countries were called to take action to stop the spread by
forcing lockdown procedures that were enforced by stay-at-home orders and quarantines. In
doing this, public places, such as schools, were temporarily closed and educational services
adjusted (Coronavirus, 2020).
Prior to the Covid-19 pandemic, mental health of adolescents was a growing concern in
America. Anxiety, depression and a lack of belonging are common issues that adolescents face.
These conditions have been amplified since 2020. In a post-pandemic world, educators continue
to strive to meet the academic and emotional needs of their students. Building a positive
classroom community is essential to helping increase the well-being of students. SEL programs
can assist adolescents through this difficult time in their lives by building relationships and
learning how to manage their stress and emotions. In addition, by improving adolescent
well-being through building a positive classroom community, students can achieve more
academically.
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CHAPTER II: LITERATURE REVIEW
Literature Search Procedures
For this literature review, searches were conducted using ERIC, Academic Search
Premier, and JSTOR. Sources were targeted from the 2000s to present day to ensure up-to-date
information. The searches focused on finding adolescent mental health data prior to Covid-19 as
well as after. In response to information gained about the emotional health of adolescents,
research was conducted on building classroom communities. In an effort to build classroom
community and relationships, specific types of SEL programs were studied. Keywords and
phrases used to narrow the search included “socioemotional health,” “wellbeing,” “positive
community,” “adolescents,” “middle school,” “caring,” “supportive,” “resilience,” “classroom,”
and “belonging.” The structure of this chapter is designed to understand the mental and
emotional state of adolescents prior to the Covid-19 pandemic as well as after; the importance of
creating positive classroom communities for student emotional well-being and academic
achievement; and specific SEL programs designed to create a positive classroom environment
and learning community.
Mental and Emotional Health of Students Pre and Post Covid-19
Adolescents were experiencing loneliness prior to the pandemic (Twenge, 2019). Youth
ages 13-18 who experience limited amounts of in-person contact and high social media use felt
more loneliness than their peers of the same age (Twenge, 2019). According to this research, one
of the causes of depression is due to isolation and loneliness. Adolescents that feel lonely are
more likely to become depressed. Twenge (2019) sought to identify if the iGen adolescents
isolation was in part due to social media. In their investigation, they examined birth cohort trends
in feelings of loneliness among United States adolescents. Using a nationally representative
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survey called Monitoring the Future (MtF) which collected data from over 8 million people,
Twenge (2019) found that adolescents who experienced low social interaction and high social
media use reported being the most lonely.
To fully see how Covid-19 affected adolescents, it is critical to be able to compare the
mental health ranges before the pandemic as well as after (Villanti et al., 2022). Villanti et al.
(2022) assessed the mental health of 212 adolescents aging from 12-17 and 662 young adults
ranging in ages 18-25 both prior to the pandemic (fall 2019) as well as after (fall 2020). Vermont
was a state with initially lower Covid-19 rates and began the shutdown in early March 2020, yet,
it decided to reopen schools and in-person learning earlier than many other states. The
participants took an electronic survey from the University of Vermont, which gathered data on
Covid related stressors and the impact of the pandemic on substance abuse and mental health
scales. Villanti et al. (2022) found that rates for depressive symptoms and anxiety symptoms
increased for both adolescents and young adults in that year. However, there was a larger
increase in young adults than in adolescents. In terms of substance abuse, this also increased,
particularly in regard to alcohol, vaping devices, and marijuana. According to Villanti et al.
(2022), “young adults reported a greater impact of these stressors on their lives, compared with
adolescents'' (Villanti et al., 2022, p. 142).
It was noted that each state and school district might have varying impacts on the mental
and emotional health of adolescents and young adults due to the nature that there were
differences during the reopening of schools and community buildings. Therefore, how each
district and state responds may need to be tailored to the individual agencies. In addition, states
that may have opened earlier, where adolescents and young adults may have been able to have
fewer restrictions, may also have caused higher anxiety levels due to certain people feeling
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unsafe because of the lack of restrictions (Villanti et al., 2022).
If young adults are to be at a greater risk than adolescents, this poses some problematic
situations in that young adults are less likely to receive support from systems like school and will
be more reliant on community-based organizations, medical health screenings, and jobs to ensure
checkups on mental health. It will be important to be vigilant with young adults and offer
screenings as much as possible (Villanti et al., 2022). In addition, Cost et al. (2021) were
intrigued to find out if there was a relationship between pre-covid and post-covid mental health
deficiencies. According to Cost et al. (2021), Canadian children and adolescents (ages 2-18)
experienced a deterioration of mental health competencies following the implementation of
emergency restrictions put into place from March 2020 to June 2020. Researchers found that
over two-thirds of children and adolescents experienced mental health-related issues whether or
not they had a prior clinical mental health diagnosis. Depression was the highest in adolescents
ranging from 10-12 and the data indicates that school-age children had the greatest impact.
Interestingly, the subjects with Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) had a greater experience of
depression, irritability, lack of attention, and hyperactivity. Possible factors include the lack of
structure from school-based therapeutic services and routines. Social isolation seemed to be the
leading cause of the deterioration of mental health within these ages. One limitation of this study
was that there was an underrepresentation of children and adolescents that were from
lower-income families (Cost et al., 2022).
Loneliness and feeling isolated may be a natural part of adolescence (Cooper et al.,
2021). The importance of supportive adults in an adolescent’s life is significant. In a study out of
the UK, 894 adolescents ages 11-16 completed a survey measuring loneliness, parent/adolescent
relationships, and mental health difficulties during the first 11 weeks of the lockdown as well as
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one month after. Cooper et al. (2021) report that adolescents with closer relationships with their
parents had significantly lower symptoms of mental difficulties as well as loneliness than those
that did not have parental support. However, many adolescents without this support spent more
time texting, which allowed for a greater experience of mental health-related issues. Being that
this study was relatively short-term, it would be beneficial for further follow-up studies to
determine the effects of long-term social isolation and loneliness (Cooper et al., 2021).
Traumatic events (pandemics, emergencies, and disasters, etc.) in the lives of children,
adolescents, and adults can cause long-lasting negative effects both on mental and physical
health. Research suggests that the Covid-19 pandemic can be classified as such an event. Stewart
et al. (2022) examined the rates of depression, anxiety, and PTSD-like symptoms in adolescents
during the Covid-19 pandemic. The researchers aimed to find out if there was an increase in
overall clinical threshold levels of mental health, including depression, anxiety, and PTSD-like
symptoms of adolescents who have never received support, those who have preexisting
conditions, and how adolescent well-being was impacted by school closures and exam
cancellations. The study was conducted in Scotland and consisted of 899 adolescents ranging
from 14-18 years of age; 51% being female, 30% male, 1% non-binary, and 18% preferred not to
disclose their gender (Stewart et al., 2022).
Data was collected via an online survey from August to September 2020. This survey
assessed depression, anxiety, avoidance and intrusion, perceived changes, additional support in
schools, mental health support, key worker status, household relationships, and physical activity
based on a 4-point scale to gather quantitative data. Stewart et al. (2022) found that 9% of their
sample met the clinical threshold levels for depression and 7% for anxiety. According to
pre-pandemic epidemiological studies, rates of depression were at a clinical level of 2.1%, while
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anxiety was at 7.2%. This shows that there is an increase in depression levels due to Covid-19
but not anxiety. Stewart et al. (2022) admit that while this data is only a snapshot in time, it does
suggest that the Covid-19 pandemic is contributing to the increasing trends of mental illness in
adolescents.
Promoting Classroom Community to Improve Well-being
Social well-being (SWB) contributes to the idea that a person is well adjusted to the
social integration of society and the idea that one is respected, ideas are valued, and the person
feels accepted (Capone et al., 2017). Capone et al. (2017) sought to recognize the correlation
between SWB and school community, collective efficacy, student-teacher relationship, and
conceptualizations of justice found in a system. Capone et al. (2017) concluded that previous
research studies underestimate the power of community on SWB. In their research using a
self-reporting questionnaire of 390 Italian students (228 female and 157 male), it was concluded
that SWB was highly impacted by a sense of classroom community, relationships with
classmates, relationships with teachers, and collective efficacy. A sense of community provides
the structure for positive youth development. When students' social, emotional, and mental needs
are met, they are more likely to experience a greater sense of self and well-being. Interpersonal
communications with others allow community to be built as we have an innate sense of
belonging, specifically found at a higher level during adolescence (Capone et al., 2017).
Identifying the positive correlation between SWB and classroom community should
increase the likelihood of community actions in planning policies related to curriculum and
designing training programs for teachers which allow relational community building activities.
According to Capone et al. (2017), when students feel connected to their teachers and school,
there are better academic results and fewer disciplinary issues.
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Sharp et al. (2021) investigated how schools can support children to recover
academically, socially, and mentally from the challenges they faced during the Covid-19
pandemic. They conducted qualitative interviews with 50 teachers from primary and secondary
schools in England. Most teachers reported that some of their students suffered from
Covid-related anxiety (Sharp et al., 2021). The students that were more vulnerable prior to the
pandemic, specifically those with special needs and challenging home lives, were more affected.
They reported varying challenges in behavior as some noticed an increase in positive behaviors
while others experienced an increase in poor behavior and where students were struggling with
control. Teachers experienced a challenge in providing adequate feedback to their students with
limited opportunities due to social distancing. Through these interviews, Sharp et al. (2021)
found that the government support for “academic catch-up” is only partly helpful and that there
needs to be an aspect of emotional recovery and enrichment programs along with academic
support.
According to Sharp et al. (2021), staff training on well-being should be provided.
Teachers need tools to be able to help establish a calm environment with targeted support.
Schools should help students rebuild their social skills and increase motivation to promote a
positive learning community. Their recommendations for ‘catch-up’ funding needs to be
provided as something that is just beyond academic fundamentals (Sharp et al., 2021).
García-Moya et al. (2020) aimed to identify contributing factors to positive
student-teacher relationships in England and Spain. It focused on understanding the experiences
of connectedness with teachers in adolescents. The purpose of being cross-cultural (England and
Spain) was to provide some additional resources to the idea of connectedness. The study
investigated 42 students aged from 11-18. Data were collected via focus groups and informal
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interviews. García-Moya et al. (2020) used thematic analysis to identify common themes about
positive relationships with teachers. From this, a bottom-up data-driven approach was used along
with coding transcriptions to get familiar with the data. Overall, the study showed that there were
two main attributes that were connected to positive relationships found in the classroom. The
first was that students needed to feel that they were respected and understood as individuals. The
second was that the relationships had to be connected to learning and achievement (García-Moya
et al., 2020). Students could feel the value that teachers had on their success in their learning.
This included things such as positive classroom management and how teachers motivated
students to learn (García-Moya et al., 2020).
García-Moya et al. (2020) provided key understandings of how teachers can establish
connectedness with their students. One of the most important elements of positive
student-teacher relationships is the attention teachers need to empathy and interpersonal
interactions. Student-teacher relationships need to be founded on interactions that build bridges
which include informal conversations along with a professional standard. Students respected
teachers who used open communication rather than focusing on control or traditional authority.
Ellerbrock and Kiefer (2010) conducted a qualitative study to understand the impact of a
Freshman Focus Program and its effect on the school community. Many students struggle with
the transition from middle school to high school due to social and emotional adjustments in
addition to academic changes. Research indicates that supportive student-teacher relationships
are necessary to create school communities for students moving from a middle school setting to a
high school setting (Ellerbrock & Kiefer, 2010).
Caring can be difficult to define as it can be subjective. Ellerbrock and Kiefer (2010)
define caring as a sense of mutuality and connection. Additionally, caring teachers promote
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development and support and allow ways in which students can give back to the success of the
community. Teachers play a primary role in creating a supportive community for students which
ultimately affects the students’ feeling of belonging and identity within the school. During
adolescence, students’ need for belonging increases and this can be tied to their motivation to do
well academically (Ellerbrock & Kiefer, 2010).
Ellerbrock and Kiefer (2010) worked on their study during the 2006-07 school year.
There were 67 participants involved in this multisite case study, but the primary focus was on
one set of data in particular. The purpose of this study was to investigate the effectiveness of a
Freshman Focus Program on building an environment of care and support for these students
(Ellerbrock & Kiefer, 2010). Westshore High School is located in the Southeastern United States
and the student population is urban socioeconomically and relatively diverse, with about 50% of
the student population being minorities and 34% qualifying for free and reduced lunch. Within
the school there is relatively low teacher turnover with three 9th-grade interdisciplinary teams. In
this qualitative investigation, one teacher, Mrs. Cartright, was the focus teacher (Ellerbrock &
Kiefer, 2010).
The data collected included 45-minute interviews with Mrs. Cartwright along with a
60-minute focus group interview with the students and multiple classroom observations
(Ellerbrock & Kiefer, 2010). The interviews were considered to be semi-structural, with guided
general questions examining their first impressions of the school (Ellerbrock & Kiefer, 2010).
All interviews were recorded, transcribed, and analyzed by use of Hatch’s 2002 inductive
approach. The results of the study concluded that the Freshman Focus group created a
community of care founded on three main pieces: Teacher/program relationship, teacher/student
relationship, and program/student relationship.
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Teacher-program buy-in was important to the success of building a community of care.
Mrs. Cartwright reported an initial lack of buy-in to the program but noticed when teachers
invested in the program, it increased its success. Often, without teacher buy-in it not only didn’t
increase community care but actually decreased it. Mrs. Cartwright mentioned that some teachers
felt negatively about the program and had to have hard conversations with other staff members
because they felt that the students didn’t deserve some of the fun activities (Ellerbrock & Kiefer,
2010). With a lack of consistent support among teachers in the program, it can actually cause
more damage than good. Teacher buy-in is a major component to the success of this program and
building a community of care (Ellerbrock & Kiefer, 2010). The researchers found that teachers
who had a positive attitude toward their students were more likely to develop high-quality
relationships. In addition to increasing community within the school, they found that it also
increased the teacher morale within the building.
The Freshman Focus group also increased relationships between teachers and students. If
the class felt light-hearted and enjoyable, students looked forward to that part of their schedule
and were more willing to engage in the class. Students also experienced a deeper level of care
from their teachers by helping them around the building, showing them to their classes, going
over expectations in the building, and other things that may not have been covered without the
Freshman Focus group. Students reported that their teachers understood some of the unique
developmental needs of the students (Ellerbrock & Kiefer, 2010). The Freshman Focus group led
to students feeling satisfied in a caring school community because they felt connected. These
students had a stronger sense of belonging by having an increased level of freshman pride. They
spoke of working together to win spirit contests and were bonded with the identification of being
together in this group (Ellerbrock & Kiefer, 2010). Within this group, students also developed
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academic skills. In addition to dodgeball, and other fun activities, students increased their
academic success by learning note-taking, the importance of being proactive, and other life skills
(Ellerbrock & Kiefer, 2010). One limitation of this study was it was only a snapshot of the entire
study based simply on ten students from one site. Further studies are needed to gather more data
from other sites.
Ellerbrock and Kiefer (2013) conducted a follow-up study to the data they collected from
the Freshman Focus group in 2006-2007. Ellerbrock and Kiefer re-interviewed all participants
three years later, as these students were now seniors, to see how this level of community care
extended throughout their high school experience (Ellerbrock & Kiefer, 2013). Initial interviews
from the study done in 2010 recorded the responses via interviews from one teacher and ten
students who participated. In this study, those same participants were reevaluated. The interviews
were conducted individually rather than within a large group. The interviews lasted no longer
than 60 minutes and were guided by a semi-structured review of questions asking them to
explain how the Freshman Focus group has helped them throughout high school. Teacher
questions were similar in nature but focused on if they saw differences in students (Ellerbrock &
Kiefer, 2013).
Being that this was a qualitative study similar to the first, the data from the interviews
were gathered and analyzed by means of Hatch’s Inductive Data Analysis Approach. Two main
categories emerged from the data - that creating a community of care is dependent upon
teacher-student relationships and program-student relationships. It was found that the Freshman
Focus group from 2006-2007 carried with them the community of care throughout their time at
high school (Ellerbrock & Kiefer, 2013). Mrs. Cartwright, the teacher interviewed, claimed that
she displayed a sense of personal investment in each student when she was describing them,
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often referring to them as her children (Ellerbrock & Kiefer, 2013). Every student interviewed
said that their teachers fostered a deep sense of community which increased their feelings of
belonging (Ellerbrock & Kiefer, 2013). One student expressed that this experience was
extremely impactful on her life. She was able to appreciate the support and understood it as a
stepping stone into her future (Ellerbrock & Kiefer, 2013). In addition, the teachers within the
program also supported each other and worked together to create unity. It caused the teachers to
become more social with one another and, in doing so, sparked additional ideas to create
community beyond what the program offered (Ellerbrock & Kiefer, 2013).
Other students commented that the Freshman Focus group provided academic skills that
helped them throughout many of their courses. Some students commented on the note-taking
strategies. Mrs. Cartwright said one weakness of the program was that there was not enough time
spent on developing certain academic skills and hoped that in the future, that could be improved
(Ellerbrock & Kiefer, 2013).
Researchers validated that the Freshman Focus group created a deep level of a caring
school community that enhanced both teacher-student relationships along with developing
academic and life skills that led to students being more successful. According to Ellerbrock and
Kiefer (2013), one area of improvement would be to provide additional support structures
throughout high school. Some teachers and students concluded that the focus should be just on
the freshman, while others felt it would be beneficial to continue the support structures with
upper-level students.
In yet another study, Ellerbrock and Kiefer (2014) support the idea of the importance of
community in adolescent classrooms. Teacher practices and organizational structures have the
potential to create community and are positively responsive to adolescent developmental needs.
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Researchers believe that positive community support during this critical developmental stage is
essential to successful schools. Often middle school is an isolating, confusing time of life. A
school environment that supports positive student-teacher relationships is critical to students
feeling cared for, motivated, and having fun. This study aimed to validate the idea that
responsive organization structures (common teacher planning, interdisciplinary teams, and
homeroom) promote an adolescent-centered community and allows students to feel cared for.
This study was done at Ford Middle School, a large, urban school that has students of
varying cultural backgrounds and economic statuses. The data was collected to determine the
effects of a school community on meeting the needs for student care and support (Ellerbrock &
Kiefer, 2014). Their qualitative data was gathered from nine individuals (four eighth-grade
students) that seemed to represent the grade as a whole, four teachers (ranging in age and
experience), and the principal of the school. The data was collected via a focus group and
individual interviews. Classroom observations were also made along with students were
individually followed throughout their classes and at unstructured times of the day. The data
from these interviews and focus groups were analyzed by Hatch’s Inductive Approach to data
analysis where patterns and trends were found among statements related to the topic (Ellerbrock
& Kiefer, 2014).
The main results of this data concluded that there were two main ideas that contributed to
students feeling supported and having a positive community- organizational structures and
hands-on teacher practices that were active (Ellerbrock & Kiefer, 2014). Organization structures
included things like flexible scheduling, homeroom, and planning times that gave teachers the
ability to respond to learner needs. Teachers were able to participate in fun, motivational
activities that gave students a chance to connect, such as team-bonding events, competitions, and
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other memorable activities like a time capsule. These types of activities relate care, fun, and are
conducive to learning (Ellerbrock & Kiefer, 2014).
Observers noted that teachers were creating enjoyable, hands-on activities that were
engaging for students. These aspects of interdisciplinary activities also promoted a team-like
atmosphere that bred relationship-building and social interactions. Results confirm the
importance of providing a positive community for adolescents to support their growing needs
(Ellerbrock & Kiefer, 2014). A challenging piece of this study was the limited nature of what a
group study and interviews. Even though the individuals that reported their findings seemed to
represent the group as a whole, there was also a limited amount of data collected, and it may not
be conducive to all participants in the middle school experience (Ellerbrock & Kiefer, 2014).
Another area of challenge for educators is that they may have little power in the organizational
structures recommended by this study.
Ruzek et al. (2016) investigated the link between teacher emotional support and student
motivation. In this study, researchers tested to see how students having an emotionally
supportive teacher impacted the students ability to be engaged and motivated by increasing their
levels of autonomy, academic competence, positive peer relations, and interactions (Ruzek et al.,
2016).
The participants in this study were from 68 classrooms in 12 public schools. On average,
the teacher experience level was eight years, and the teachers were mostly white females. These
specific teachers taught Math, History, English, and Science. There were 960 racially, ethnically,
and socio-economically diverse students that participated in this study (Ruzek et al., 2016).
Teachers volunteered for this study and received professional coaching targeted to increase their
emotional, instructional, and organizational awareness of their students. Educators were

25

randomly assigned to this treatment or a traditional professional development and compensated
minimally for their efforts in participating. All submitted 40-minute video segments of their
classrooms at two-to-three week intervals. Student surveys were given in the early fall, mid-year,
and spring (Ruzek et al., 2016). The videos were split into two segments in which raters coded
these segments on 11 dimensions of CLASS-S interactions. The scale ranged from one
(low-quality interactions) to seven (high-quality interactions). Coders were groups of graduate
students who were trained to pass a reliability test and frequently met to discuss their coding
scale (Ruzek et al., 2016).
In the fall, mid-year and spring, students received a survey to rate specific statements
related to autonomy, relatedness, and competence beliefs. Autonomy and relatedness statements
were analyzed on a 5-point scale. General belief about the competence statements was recorded
on a 3-point scale. The results of this study concluded that “reports of classroom experiences of
autonomy and peer relatedness partially accounted for positive academic year changes in
students mastery motivation and behavioral engagement in highly emotional-supportive
classrooms” (Ruzek et al., 2016, p. 101). There was no significant evidence for students’
competence beliefs. This study found that, through emotionally supportive teachers' experiences
provided in the classroom, students perceived their peers to be supportive, respectful, and
positive (Ruzek et al., 2016). The study confirms that students report being more engaged in
classrooms with teachers who are emotionally supportive. It also identified that in these types of
classrooms, students report higher levels of supportive relationships with their peers, not
necessarily higher beliefs in competence. One limitation of this study was that teachers were able
to choose when they recorded themselves and therefore, may have only submitted their best clips
(Ruzek et al., 2016).
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Providing students with a positive classroom experience is important for all ages.
Play-based learning is mainly used and appreciated in early education as it meets many
developmental needs of younger children (Johnston et al., 2022). However, research shows that
adolescents also benefit from a playful environment which can lead to higher academic
achievement. Johnston et al. (2022) identified that there is limited research on play-based
learning (beyond digital game-based learning and extracurriculars) with adolescents. Johnston et
al. (2022) described play as something that is instinctive and can begin in a creative form that
creates joy. A playful approach to learning requires educators to design learning experiences
around the experience of play as it is formulated within the lessons and academic activities.
Johnston et al. (2022) conducted qualitative research where information was collected to
see how students perceived their teacher’s expectations of them. The main question that was
asked to students was regarding how they felt their teachers expected them to achieve
academically and how their teachers showed their expectations of them (Johnston et al., 2022).
The 25 student participants were students that are Year 10 in three different Perth Metropolitan
public secondary schools in Western Australia. These students came from a variety of
socioeconomic backgrounds and varied ethnic backgrounds. In the study, there were 34 teachers
that participated in all different subject areas. The data was gathered from 175 different
classroom observations within 25 weeks of school. Students were also followed through their
day and then interviewed at the end of each day with a total of 100 interviews conducted. The
data was then analyzed by the grounded theory methods of open coding, axial coding, and
selective coding to develop the efficiency of playful learning approaches (Johnston et al., 2022).
Students responded positively when their teachers provided elements of play in the
classroom. They remembered more and were more connected to their learning. When teachers
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used an approach to learning that included these elements of play and being playful, the students
responded with increased engagement and motivation. They also felt that they were able to
remember and understand more about their learning, which they reflected improved their
academic outcomes (Johnston et al., 2022). One student explained that their playful lesson about
childbirth caused her to have fun and experience laughter. She said that this type of learning was
helpful for her engagement (Johnston et al., 2022). In this way, this was communicating high
expectations for learning. Many interviews concluded the same results - that when the students
described their learning as playful, it helped motivate them and inspired them to be creative and
use their imagination. Students that experienced a less playful learning approach described the
teachers' expectations as being focused more on work completion more than understanding the
overarching themes of the lesson (Johnston et al., 2022). In the interviews, students often used
terms such as ‘finishing work’ and talking about ‘work amounts’ in addition to less engagement
and motivation. This data suggests a more playful approach to learning will increase student
motivation and positive attitude, which is helpful in adolescence. Students experienced a positive
relationship with their teachers and their peers (Johnston et al., 2022). Van Ryzin et al. (2009)
evaluated the relationship between school-based autonomy and belongingness in overall
learning, which translates into being hopeful about academics, school, and the future. In their
study, 283 students in small secondary schools in the midwest participated. The students' age
averaged around 15 years old and 50% being female and 50% being male. Over 86% of the
participants identified as white. Students were introduced to the research by means of snacks and
gift cards as a reward for participation. There were two periods of data collection - stage 1 and
stage 2—the first being in early December of 2004, and the second stage of data collection was
in the spring of 2005.
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Van Ryzin et al. (2009) collected data based on four different categories - academic
autonomy, belongingness, engagement in learning, and positive psychological adjustment (hope).
The Academic Self-Regulation Questionnaire included 16 questions where participants
self-reported reasons for various activities within the school. Participants responded using a
4-point Likert scale which questions related to academic autonomy. In addition, students were
given another questionnaire called the Classroom Life Scale in which questions related to
belongingness and had a 5-point Likert scale. Engagement in learning was also measured via a
questionnaire called Engagement vs. Disaffection with Learning Scale, which consisted of
twenty self-report questions. Students ranked their choice based on a four-point Likert scale. The
last section contained questions based on The Dispositional Hope Scale (with minor adjustments
made to fit this study), which contained 12 items where students marked their choice from an
8-point Likert scale.
Van Ryzin et al. (2009) results showed that academic autonomy and belongingness had a
positive effect on engagement which led to an impact on psychological adjustment (hope). There
was a correlation between engagement in learning and positive peer relations, which promotes a
higher level of hope within the school. When students felt that they belonged in school both by
their peers and their teachers, this increased their academic engagement and outlook for the
future. These results confirm the importance of autonomy, solidified from peer-peer and
peer-student relationships. Positive youth development increases overall wellness and creation of
classroom communities.
Van Ryzin (2011) investigated how hope theory relates to student perceptions, behavior,
performance, and adjustment over time. This study was aimed at assessing belongingness and
competence as it relates to academic performance (Van Ryzin, 2011) and understanding more
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about how students’ perceptions of the school will tie into engagement in learning. If there is
greater engagement in learning, this will increase hope and overall achievement over time.
This study had 423 participants with equal numbers of males and females, 77% white,
30.9% eligible for free and reduced lunch, an average age of 15.72, ranging from 7th to 11th
grade, and from 5 secondary schools from a variety of locations in the upper Midwest. Data was
collected via school staff in 2008 and 2009 (Van Ryzin, 2011). Questions included topics such as
perceptions of autonomy, perceptions of teacher and peer support, perceptions of mastery and
goal performance, engagement in learning, hope, and academic achievement. Data was collected
by a Likert Scale via a learning Climate questionnaire, a Classroom life scale, Patterns of
Adaptive Learning Survey, Engagement vs. Disaffection with a learning scale, Dispositional
Hope Scale, and Northwest evaluation association’s measures of the academic process.
Reliability of the data was .88 and .90.
The data gathered showed a correlation between achievement and engagement and hope
(Van Ryzin, 2011). It confirmed that “students’ perceptions of the school; environment were
linked to engagement in learning, which, in turn, was linked to change in hope and academic
achievement over time and tests of mediation were significant” (Van Ryzin, 2011, p. 1576). The
results showed that a positive school environment can increase engagement and increase healthy
development within adolescents, which can enhance student performance in academics.
Educational systems that increase their efforts in students feeling belonging promotes positive
learning and growth.
Van Ryzin and Roseth (2018) explain that peer victimization creates a poor classroom
environment which leads to students feeling stressed and isolated. It also increases anxiety,
depression, drug use, and delinquency, as well as decreases school attendance. Researchers
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sought to determine if teachers increased their opportunities for positive peer interactions
through group-based learning activities by means of cooperative learning, peer victimization will
decrease and therefore will be helpful for students and schools. Cooperative learning is a model
used to build positive peer relationships within the classroom (Van Ryzin & Roseth, 2018).
In the Pacific Northwest, Van Ryzin and Roseth (2018) conducted a small-scale
randomized sample of students from 15 rural middle schools. There were 1,460 seventh-grade
students who participated in the study. Males and females were equal in participation, with about
76% of the students being white. Other ethnic groups included were Hispanic, multi-racial,
American-Indian Alaska Native, and African American. About 13% of students received special
education services (Van Ryzin & Roseth, 2018).
Staff administering the cooperative learning program were given training in the fall of
2016 but continued throughout the year. This training included three half-day in-person sessions,
video conferencing check-ins as well as access to resources. Each teacher was also given a book
on Cooperative Learning as a guide. In doing so, teachers could apply the principles of
cooperative learning while given independence to design their own group activities based on the
needs of the classroom and their personalities (Van Ryzin & Roseth, 2018).
In the fall of 2016, students were given an online survey to collect baseline data. This
survey included questions regarding bullying and victimization, perceived stress, emotional
problems, relatedness, and engagement. Demographics of students were obtained from school
records. Researchers were also assigned to observe teaching practices. A second survey was
collected in March of 2017 (Van Ryzin & Roseth, 2018).
Van Ryzin and Roseth (2018) confirmed that cooperative learning techniques can
significantly lower levels of bullying and victimization. Their findings suggest that cooperative
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learning can decrease emotional-related issues. Cooperative learning had a significant effect on
the victims but did not have a significant effect on the aggression of the bullies. These results
suggest that group-based learning activities promote positive engagement in school communities.
This type of model can promote community, build relationships and reduce emotional stress of
students (Van Ryzin & Roseth, 2018). One limitation of this study was the small sample size and
the location being primarily rural, with most of participants being white (Van Ryzin & Roseth,
2018). Bryce et al. (2020) investigated how adolescent hopefulness attributes to mental
well-being and positive motivational states. Hope includes one’s motivation as well as their
approach to accomplishing goals. Hopeful students are positively associated with high
achievement and engagement in school. Due to the limitations of hope studies available, Bryce
et al. (2020) explored the current gaps in hope literature and aimed their study at finding the
difference between middle school and high school students in regard to hope and well-being. In
addition, Bryce et al. (2020) sought to find if there was a relationship between hope and
academic achievement.
Data was collected from 643 fifth through twelfth graders from three schools in the
Southwestern portion of the United States. Roughly half were male and half female. Over half of
the students indicated their race as white, and the other half were minority students ranging from
Hispanic, African American, Asian American, and Native American. Over half of the students
qualified for free and reduced lunch, and roughly ten percent were receiving special education
services (Bryce et al., 2020).
In the spring, students engaged in an online survey but were not forced to participate.
This is an annual survey given by the school each year. The survey contained categories related
to cognitive hope, behavioral hope, school engagement, interpersonal and future-oriented stress,
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and anxiousness. Students answered questions based on either a four, five or six-point Likert
scale. In addition, their cumulative GPA was gathered at the end of the spring semester (Bryce et
al., 2020).
Bryce et al. (2020) analyzed the results of the survey and found that as predicted,
cognitive and behavioral hope did not differ significantly across middle school and high school.
There was a correlation between students with high hopes and having the motivation to succeed
academically. Bryce et al. (2020) drew conclusions that an increased level of behavioral hope
increases the likelihood of a student having the skills to activate their success in academics.
Students who showed high levels of cognitive and behavioral hope had high levels of
classroom engagement. Bryce et al. (2020) concluded that even though all students experience a
certain level of stress during adolescence, there wasn’t a significant difference between middle
school students in regards to hope on stress levels. High school students with cognitive hope
were less likely to be anxious and more likely to identify with the struggle as being situational
rather than long-term, therefore being able to decrease their levels of stress and anxiety. Bryce et
al. (2020) claims educators can encourage hope, both cognitive and behavioral, within their
classrooms to create community and school engagement. By creating a classroom that
encourages students to become more hopeful, academic success and overall well-being will
increase (Bryce et al., 2020). Positive emotional connections found within the classroom and
school increase academic achievement and success (Reyes et al., 2012). Reyes et al. (2012)
sought to examine how high-quality teacher-student relationships are vital to student learning
and student achievement. Research suggests that students are more likely to have their needs met
with teachers who value classroom emotional climate (CEC). With emotionally supportive
climates, students report greater interest, enjoyment, and engagement in school. This study aimed

33

to validate these ideas of CEC along with identifying the correlation between CEC on
engagement or achievement (Reyes et al., 2012).
Reyes et al. (2012) collected data from 44 schools. There were 63 teachers and 2,000
students in 90 fifth and sixth-grade ELA classrooms. In addition, there were other participants,
but some lacked complete data such as videotapes and non-reporting report cards. The students
within the sample contained 28% of students receiving free and reduced lunch, 12% who were
ELLs, and 73% being minorities. Eighty-nine percent of the teachers who participated were
female and had been teaching for an average of 15 years, with 41% holding master’s degrees.
Data was collected via videotapes from consenting teachers on three separate occasions
within a two-week period. The lessons being recorded between the teachers were relatively the
same, and after the two-week period, the videos were sent to the laboratory for analysis (Reyes et
al., 2012). Ten researchers, who were certified coders on the Classroom Assessment Scoring
System, reviewed the videos. In addition, students were also given a survey where the research
assistants read aloud an item, and they would respond by coloring in a bubble that corresponded
to their answer. The classroom teachers were not present during this interaction. ELA grade
reports were also gathered at the end of the third trimester (Reyes et al., 2012).
The data gathered produced a variety of results. “Student ratings of engagement mediated
the relationship between observed CEC and year-end grades after controlling for the influences
of school, teacher, student and other classroom characteristics” (Reyes et al., 2012, p. 707).
Reyes et al. (2012) found when teachers were more sensitive to students’ emotions, academic
needs, and social readiness, classroom response was positively correlated. CEC, directly and
indirectly, affects student engagement and performance because students feel more connected to
their teachers and peers. Reyes et al. (2012) demonstrate the need for more teacher professional

34

development to encourage emotional intelligence and make their students understand that they
care.
A classroom's emotional climate can have an effect on a student's academic achievement.
A study done by Kashy‐Rosenbaum et al. (2018) examined the importance of having a
homeroom teacher that provides a positive classroom environment in a public school setting. The
goal of this study was to identify the connection between a supportive classroom environment
and academic achievement. There were 1,641 adolescent students that participated in this study,
roughly half being male and half being female with a low to middle socioeconomic status.
Students completed self-report questionnaires in which they answered questions about the
emotional support of their homeroom classroom and teacher as well as submitting their GPA
which served as a method of measuring their academic achievement (Kashy‐Rosenbaum et al.,
2018). They found that perceived teacher support from the students resulted in higher overall
academic achievement. There were significant connections between higher teacher support and
higher GPA. Similarly, students who experienced a perceived negative support from their
homeroom teacher had lower GPAs (Kashy‐Rosenbaum et al., 2018). By creating a classroom
environment that models a home-like state where students feel cared for and supported by
responsible adults (Kashy‐Rosenbaum et al., 2018).
Students can be motivated to be successful in the classroom in many different ways.
Many students are intrinsically motivated due to family support and have the general desire to do
well. However, students can also be motivated to succeed when they feel support and
encouragement from their teachers. Wentzel et al. (2010) investigated the effects of classroom
support on academic motivation. By providing help, creating a safe environment, and
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communicating high values and expectations, students are intrinsically motivated to perform at a
higher level academically.
Wentzel et al. (2010) assessed the effect of teacher support on 359 middle school students
in a suburban area of the United States. The majority of the students that participated were white
and had above-average state test scores in math and reading. The data was gathered in the spring
within their social studies classes which were taught by five teachers. Students were given an
assessment scoring their teachers on the basis of emotional support, safety, help, positive social
behavior, academic engagement, interest in class, and pursuit of social goals on a Likert scale
ranging from never to always (Wentzel et al., 2010).
Results showed that students who perceive their teachers as being supportive were more
likely to show positive effects of emotional and social motivation increasing academic success.
When teachers created a positive, safe learning space, students were more likely to be
academically successful (Wentzel et al., 2010). However, some results varied in that this was a
piece of a larger whole, such as peer interaction, resulting in the overall school community vibe.
Individual teachers have a greater impact on academic belonging than one may think. One
limitation of this study was the lack of diverse populations of students (Wentzel et al., 2010).
The effectiveness of SEL programs that promote classroom community.
Supporting children’s mental health and emotional well-being at an early age can provide
many positive effects (Thayer et al., 2019). Many states are requiring schools to implement
social-emotional (SEL) programs as young as preschool and kindergarten. Thayer et al. (2019)
explained how many SEL programs are being implemented around the country to increase
social-emotional well-being and support positive mental health as well as positively increase
academic achievement. Second Step, an SEL program is designed to do such things. Thayer et al.
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(2019) evaluated this program with the goal of understanding the importance of using a universal
program, specifically starting in early elementary.
There were 7419 participants in this study with roughly half of them receiving the Second
Step SEL curriculum and half in the control condition. The students included a range of
ethnicities as well as free-reduced lunch status. The data was collected in the fall and spring by
teacher perceptions of student behavior through a questionnaire. Observations were also done by
graduate students (Thayer et al., 2019).
Thayer et al. (2019) found that students that received the Second Step curriculum
maintained higher levels of well-being and decreased overall school difficulties than students
who did not. However, the study provided insight that there were no universal gains among all
students that received this SEL program. This study supports the idea that SEL programs should
be given by the needs of the students by gathering baseline data prior to making a decision on the
appropriate program.
As schools implement more SEL programs, educators are eager to understand more about
which programs are the most effective for middle-level students. One program, Facing History
and Ourselves, was evaluated to determine its effectiveness on social responsibility and
relationship building (Domitrovich et al., 2022). SEL programs need to be culturally relevant and
be able to impact not only mental health but also provide a positive impact on public health as
well. Domitrovich et al. (2022) aimed at identifying the effectiveness of this particular program.
In this program, teachers have student-centered and community-centered lessons that focus on
civic engagement, key understandings of history and social justice reflection while maintaining a
positive classroom environment that promotes emotional engagement and collaboration.
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Domitrovich et al. (2022) conducted their research on 694 students at an urban school in
Pennsylvania. The majority of the students were not white, and 86% of the students qualified for
free and reduced lunches; roughly half were female and half were male. Many of the students
were struggling with reaching proficiency on statewide exams. Students within these schools that
participated had a homeroom teacher with a small group of students. The Facing History and
Ourselves program was designed to take place within their social studies class with the support
of an ELA teacher. Coaching sessions were provided to all teachers during professional
development training. Baseline data were collected in the fall and completed a survey
(Domitrovich et al., 2022). Throughout the year, teachers were also given questionnaires
regarding the quality of their delivery as well as student participation via a Likert scale. Students
were given a questionnaire as well regarding social-emotional competencies, civic beliefs,
problem behavior, classroom climate, and school climate (Domitrovich et al., 2022).
Results indicated that the SEL program, Facing History, was helpful to teachers and
students alike in creating a positive climate for students to feel supported (Domitrovich et al.,
2022). The program created positive effects on civic beliefs and prosocial behavior as compared
to the students that did not receive this curriculum. One benefit of this program is that it meets
some of the academic standards as well as addressing the needs of mental health of students.
According to Iyer and Iyer (2019) and the National Institute of Mental Health, adolescent
depression and anxiety was on the rise prior to the Covid-19 pandemic. Adolescents have been
continuing to struggle with focusing, remaining calm and collected under stressful situations, and
navigating through relationships in a positive way. Being that adolescents spend the majority of
their time in school, it is necessary to encourage social-emotional skill development so that a
curriculum is provided to encourage growth in these areas. The Heartfulness Program for
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Schools (HPS) is a set curriculum designed to “promote a heart-based nurturing environment that
sets a positive tone and focuses on relationships and interactions between the students and the
teacher and also enhances the approach to teaching and learning” (Iyer & Iyer, 2019, p. 820).
Iyer and Iyer (2019) conducted a study prior to the Covid-19 pandemic with 112, 7th and
8th-grade students in Michigan. Students were allowed to choose between taking a 13-week
elective focused on this program or a different elective such as science, programming, or arts. Of
the students participating in the study, 74 chose the HPS, while others in the control group chose
a different elective. Prior to the course, students took two different surveys which measured their
perceived stress levels along with their overall mental well-being. Each child received a set
curriculum for 45 minutes a day, five days per week. The adolescents who were in the HPS were
given hands-on projects to build community, social-emotional skills through group collaboration,
relaxation techniques, fun activities to build compassion and positivity as well as journaling.
Students were encouraged to share what they were learning with families and other community
members (Iyer & Iyer, 2019).
After the 13-week study, students took the same assessment in regard to stress levels and
mental well-being. Results showed students within the HPS program had statistically significant
lower stress levels, while the control group showed an increase. In addition, mental well-being
increased in the HPS group, while it decreased in the control group. These findings indicate that
the HPS program increases a student’s well-being. One limitation of this study was that it was
only tested on a small group of 7-8th grade students, yet, this type of program could be beneficial
for all ages. Teachers would need to be trained, and because of that, time constraints could be an
issue. Researchers suggest that the limitations do not overpower the importance of fostering
student’s emotional well-being and mental health development. It is critical and, therefore, must
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be a priority (Iyer & Iyer, 2019).
The transition from childhood to adolescence is challenging on physical, cognitive,
emotional, and social levels. Educational systems that can support the needs of adolescents
during this difficult transition are likely to create emotionally intelligent and stable adults.
Schussler et al. (2021) examined how a mindfulness-based program called BREATHE affected
the stress and well-being of students. Learning to BREATHE (L2B) is a mindfulness-based
program that was designed for adolescents. The goal of the program is to help students manage
their stress and emotions in healthy ways by following these basic guidelines of BREATHE;
body awareness, reflections, emotions, attention, take it as it is, healthy habits of mind, and
empowerment (Schussler et al., 2021).
Data was gathered from two cohorts from 11th-grade health classes from two
urban-suburban high schools in the Northeastern part of the United States. Between both schools,
31% of the students were free and reduced lunch, with 58% of the students being white
(Schussler et al., 2021). Majority of the students participated in the self-report measures and nine
students participated in qualitative interviews. Researchers sought variation among these nine
individuals. Data were collected at the beginning of a nine-week period with pre-and
post-evaluations. Self-reporting measures included topics such as internalizing depression
symptoms, attention and self-regulation, stress, well-being, and program practice. Each section
contained answers based on a four to seven Likert scale. The interviews contained open-ended
questions about background, school experience, and questions that explored the opinions of the
L2B program (Schussler et al., 2021).
Schussler et al. (2021) found the L2B program increased awareness of mindfulness.
Students who had struggled with anxiety and depression prior to the implementation of the
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program had an increase in their ability to self-regulate and manage their stress. The results of
the qualitative and quantitative data did not show a significant increase in academic engagement.
The participants' results showed that the amount of stress that these students experienced
increased over the nine weeks. However, the understanding of awareness helped them manage it
(Schussler et al., 2021). Although this program focuses primarily on self-regulation, it allows
students to handle certain behaviors independently which creates a culture of well-being.
Stress, anxiety, depression, and trauma can cause students to act out in many different
ways. Many students withdraw and become isolated, while others lash out, become highly
disruptive, and portray dangerous behaviors within the school setting. Most educators recognize
the need to remove students from the classroom when displaying these types of behaviors, but
that means less time involved in the lesson, which decreases academic engagement (Moore
McBride et al., 2016).
Moore McBride et al. (2016) examined the effects of SEL programs on eliminating some
of these disruptive behaviors, which hopefully will prevent academic disengagement. SEL helps
pupils develop skills needed to manage emotions, relationships, and make responsible life
choices. It helps students identify safe life choices and allows them to self-regulate. The program
used by Moore McBride et al. (2016) was Wyman’s TOP which is an SEL program that
integrates service learning.
The participants in this study were from two middle schools in the Midwest. Both of the
schools had the majority of students eligible for free or reduced lunch and African American.
The majority of students who had consent to participate were female. The teachers had an
average of 15 years of experience, and around 65% had advanced degrees.
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Data was gathered in the fall and spring from pre and post-test surveys. Surveys included
questions regarding school belonging, emotional engagement, behavioral engagement, academic
efficacy, civic duty, and school disciplinary events. The data recorded seemed somewhat
contradictory in nature. Moore McBride et al. (2016) concluded that while this SEL program
seemed to have a positive impact on some behaviors, the attitudes regarding emotional
engagement, academic readiness, and civil duties did not align with the proposed suggestion that
SEL programs will positively impact these ideals. Moore McBride et al. (2016) suggest that
more studies should be conducted, particularly in the areas of service learning along with the
design and measurement of data.
Coelho and Sousa (2016) understand the value and importance of social-emotional
learning programs in schools, yet they question the effectiveness of universal programs. SEL
programs help students establish healthy relationships and learn healthy ways to deal with
emotions as well as develop socially responsible behaviors that will help them later in life
(Coelho & Sousa, 2016). SEL programs can vary in ineffectiveness which can be frustrating
when purchasing a curriculum. Coelho and Sousa (2016) investigated two formats of SEL
programs; one being a curriculum that was semi-structured and the other was pre-packaged or
had a fixed structure.
There were 982, 5th and 6th grade students involved in this study; 318 students were in
the control group, 355 students in the semi-structured group, and 309 students in the
pre-packaged format. All students were from five public schools in Portugal and had uniform
levels of achievement, socio-economic status, and classes were the same size (Coelho & Sousa,
2016). Students that were in the intervention group received the program delivery in two formats.
The first four waves contained the semi-structured curriculum, and the last four waves contained
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the pre-packaged format given by educational psychologists. Participants that were in the control
group received Civic Training that was given by the Portuguese Ministry of Education and was
taught by a regular education teacher (Coelho & Sousa, 2016).
A self-report assessment was given to the participants that contained 75 items that
consisted of topics ranging from social awareness, self-control, social isolation, social anxiety,
and leadership. Students chose answers based on a Likert scale (Coelho & Sousa, 2016). The
results of the study showed an increase in social awareness, emotional control and self-awareness
as well as social anxiety in the groups that were given the curriculum over the control groups that
received the Civic Training. Researchers found that it was important to ensure adequate time to
complete the programs as well as that there may be some variations in how different genders
respond to the program. In addition, Coelho and Sousa (2016) suggest that all curriculum is age
appropriate to fit the needs of the learners.
Green et al. (2021) recognized the difficult transition that occurs during adolescence.
During this time, many adolescents experience elevated levels of depression, anxiety, and
struggle with emotional well-being. The use of SEL programs can help combat some of these
common issues associated with this time of transition. One SEL program, SPARK, has the
potential to help adolescents during this time.
SPARK is a school-based program that offers a wide variety of content to help students
during middle school. The program focuses on “Speaking the Potential, Ability, and Resilience
Inside Every Kid” (Green et al., 2021, p. 1058). Its goal is to empower students with tools to
increase emotional intelligence, resilience, and relational boundaries. Green et al. (2021)
investigated this program by collecting data from 357 students from two middle schools in the
southwest portion of the United States. The students in the study between the two schools varied
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a bit in age and demographic, but Green et al. (2021) did not think that it would affect the results
of the study. SPARK was implemented during the spring of the 2018-2019 school year as well as
in the fall of the following year. Students were given a questionnaire prior to the program as well
as 13 weeks later. The participants that were given the SPARK curriculum were taught by
SPARK facilitators. Students that missed the lessons due to absences were not given additional
lessons, but researchers believed they received adequate amounts of the overall curriculum.
Facilitators and supervisors of the program also were given a survey where they remarked about
how they felt they covered the curriculum for that day.
Many facets were measured in this study, such as curriculum content, communication
skills, decision-making skills, problem-solving skills, emotional regulation, and resilience.
Participants answered questions on a Likert scale for these content areas. Overall, Green et al.
(2021) found the initial effectiveness of this program. Participants showed an increase in many
areas, such as communication, decision-making skills, problem-solving skills, and resilience.
One limitation of this study was that the curriculum was delivered via facilitators rather than
classroom teachers, which could cause there to be a roadblock for some schools with limited
funding. However, SEL programs that support positive-behavior interventions and education
may still have the potential to cause an increase in positive classroom communities and an
increased level in student well-being (Green et al., 2021).
Green et al. (2022) conducted a similar study on high school students with the SPARK
program to understand the value of this program on teenagers. The SPARK program yielded
favorable results for middle school students by increasing overall student well-being and
researchers wanted to find out if there would be a similar effect on high school students. Besides
the variance of the age of participants tested, this program had an additional focus on resilience.
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The purpose was to initiate resilience in addition to promoting positive mental health and
emotional well-being by focusing on communication, decision-making skills, and emotional
regulation (Green et al., 2022).
The students that participated in this study ranged from 9th to 12th grade from three
urban school settings in the United States. Two of the schools were alternative high schools that
were designed for students who struggled in the traditional high school setting; primarily
struggling academically. There were 372 participants in this study who completed both pre and
post-data collection (after 13 weeks of lessons). Facilitators, who received 20 hours of SPARK
training, taught the intervention group, and the comparison group did not receive any SEL
program (Green et al., 2022).
Data was collected by students taking the Three Principles Inventory, which is a
ten-question scale that assesses the ideas of mind, thought, and consciousness (Green et al.,
2022). Participants answered based on a Likert scale. According to the results, the students who
received the SPARK intervention program showed a positive increase in all areas assessed.
Students that did not participate in the intervention group showed a decrease in specific areas
such as communication, decision-making as well as problem-solving. This data provided support
for the SPARK program for teens and can significantly improve the areas of well-being (Green et
al., 2022). When students have a school community that supports students having a greater sense
of self-worth and improves school communities (Green et al., 2022).
Classrooms for adolescent students can provide support during these difficult times or
increase the amount of stress. SEL programs provide universal support by addressing common
factors such as communication, resiliency, and problem-solving (Knight et al., 2019). One
program, SEL@MS, formerly known as STEP UP, aims to meet the needs of adolescents. Knight
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et al. (2019) investigated 64 students at a private school in the United States to test the
effectiveness of SEL@MS program over two years. The program was introduced via an advisory
class where teachers set aside time to work with a smaller group of students. These 64 students
were randomly assigned to the intervention group or control group. Roughly half of the students
were female and half male and predominantly white (Knight et al., 2019). Students and teachers
in both the control and intervention groups were given pre and post-assessments via the Social
Emotional Assets and Resilience scale, which addressed meeting the needs of self-regulation,
social competence, empathy, and responsibility (Knight et al., 2019).
The results Knight et al. (2019) collected showed that the students that participated in the
two-year program showed higher emotional competency skills and positive strategies for dealing
with difficult situations based on teacher’s assessment. Student self-assessments showed there
was not a statistically significant increase in these competencies (Knight et al., 2019). This
shows the distinct importance of how a student perceives themselves. One significant limitation
of this study was the smaller sample size of participants. Results from this study are consistent
with other studies on SEL programs. Regardless of student assessments, SEL programs provide
students with the necessary tools to help guide them through the difficult transition years of
adolescence (Knight et al., 2019).
As schools try to figure out ways to help students develop positive emotional well-being,
some researchers are focusing on a holistic way of approaching this type of education.
Haymovitz et al. (2018) investigated a school that was implementing Social Harmony. This was
a school-wide SEL program that was implemented in a K-8 school that focused on nonviolent
communication. Teachers are guided to empower students by using negative behavioral acts as
teachable moments to students. This program takes a restorative approach to learning and SEL
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competencies (Haymovitz et al., 2018). Teachers and staff were given 13 hours of training to
understand the core principles of the program. Data from this study was collected via 32 students
along with staff and parents (who could not be differentiated due to the anonymity of the survey)
by concept mapping evaluations. Participants were given a chance to respond to a simple prompt
along with rating key ideas on a Likert scale (Haymovitz et al., 2018).
Data suggests that Social Harmony created stronger self-efficacy for educators as well as
improved relationships and school climate (Haymovitz et al., 2018). This program continued to
support the restorative nature that this school was trying to achieve. One foreseeable issue with
this program was there was no designated leader to implement the program. Increasing training
and foundational support for this program should increase the benefits of building a positive
school climate. Parental involvement is important to this SEL program in promoting its success
in building a stronger community (Haymovitz et al., 2018).
Research shows that the majority of SEL programs that are implemented in classrooms of
students experiencing adolescence have a positive effect on social-emotional well-being and
mental health, along with building community within a school setting. Huss (2008) examined the
effect of humor on effective teaching and how a teacher’s overall attitude elicits a positive
response from students. A common problem in a secondary school is that the environment
becomes overly focused on academic content. This may cause student motivation to decrease
(Huss, 2008). Humor can increase attention as well as decrease aggression and agitation.
Students who experience laughter can stimulate communication and increase student success
(Huss, 2008).
Huss (2008) examined the relationship between overall humor in the classroom and
effective teaching. In this experiment, Huss examined ten teachers who had been known for their
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accolades in teaching by receiving awards and outstanding achievements in education. These
teachers were a mix of genders and ages as well as experts in a wide variety of content areas.
Humor can be difficult to assess quantitatively. Huss (2008) conducted interviews with teachers
regarding humor and its place in the classroom.
Although the sample size was small in this study, teachers gave the impression that
humor plays a vital role in a school setting. Best teaching practices include laughter which
increases the likelihood of students being motivated to learn and more engaged. Students feel
more connected, comfortable, and at ease when joy is brought into the environment (Huss,
2008). From joy, all things can blossom.
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CHAPTER III: DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION
Summary of Literature
The transition into adolescence is a difficult time for any young person. Traumatic events
in childhood and adolescence can cause long-lasting negative effects both on mental and physical
health and studies show that the Covid-19 pandemic can be considered a traumatic event
(Stewart et al., 2022; Cost et al., 2021). Young people experienced a deterioration of mental
health following the implementation of emergency Covid-19 restrictions put into place from
March 2020 to June 2020. Many teachers have expressed concern related to how their students
have coped with Covid-related anxiety. During adolescence, students experience changes in their
emotions and physiology. In addition, they are beginning to make life-long decisions about who
they want to be and what they want to do with their life. During this stage of life, many
adolescents experience loneliness (Twenge, 2019). As adolescents enter middle school, educators
and staff are able to support these students and guide them through these tough transition years.
After high school, young adults may not have the support systems to identify factors of
decreasing mental health. Young adults are at a greater risk than adolescents, and this poses some
problematic situations in that young adults are less likely to receive support from systems like
school (Sharp et al., 2021; Villanti et al., 2022).
In addition, students that were experiencing mental health issues prior to the pandemic
have an even greater risk of deepening their diagnoses (Cost et al., 2022). This makes school
essential for helping adolescents practice good coping skills and providing a safe place for
students to learn. Students need to feel valued by their teachers which has a direct effect on their
motivation to learn (Cooper et al., 2021; García-Moya et al., 2020). When adolescent emotional,
mental, and social needs are met through community, students are more likely to be academically
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successful. Ellerbrock and Kiefer (2010, 2013, 2014) validated that a supportive classroom, such
as a homeroom class, where teachers are able to participate in fun, motivational activities to
connect, such as team-bonding events, creates an environment that allows students to be less
isolated and students are able to be themselves, relate to one another and have fun. These
community bonds can last for years throughout high school and teach students valuable lessons
about mental health and well-being. In addition, this closeness in a classroom community will
allow teachers to be able to identify when students are struggling with issues beyond the normal
adolescent trials (Capone et al., 2017; Ruzek et al., 2016).
According to Johnston et al. (2022), classrooms that provide students to have fun and be
themselves cause students to be more motivated to learn. When students felt that they belonged
in school both with their peers and their teachers, this increased their academic engagement and
outlook for the future (Van Ryzin et al., 2009). In addition, when students experience a negative
classroom community, students can feel isolated. Cooperative learning techniques can promote
community, build relationships and reduce the emotional stress of students. claims educators can
encourage hope, both cognitive and behavioral, within their classrooms to create community and
school engagement (Bryce et al., 2020; Van Ryzin & Roseth, 2018).
Reyes et al. (2012) demonstrate the need for more teacher professional development to
encourage emotional intelligence and help their students understand that they care. By creating a
classroom environment that models a home-like state, students feel cared for and supported by
responsible adults. Individual teachers have a greater impact on academic belonging than one
may think (Kashy‐Rosenbaum et al., 2018; Wentzel et al., 2010).
SEL programs are designed to meet the emotional, social, and mental health needs of
students of all ages. Specific programs have been designed and tested to find out the impact they
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have on students. Thayer et al. (2019) found that students who received the curriculum, Second
Step, maintained higher levels of well-being and decreased overall school difficulties than
students who did not. SEL programs need to be culturally relevant and be able to impact not only
mental health but also provide a positive impact on public health as well (Domitrovich et al.,
2022). Adolescents who received an SEL program called Heartfulness Program for Schools
(HPS) were given hands-on projects to build community, social-emotional skills through group
collaboration, relaxation techniques, fun activities to build compassion and positivity as well as
journaling. Students were encouraged to share what they were learning with families and other
community members (Iyer & Iyer, 2019). Researchers found that the mental health and wellness
of the students who received this program increased. Schussler et al. (2021) found the SEL
program called, L2B increased awareness of mindfulness. Students who had struggled with
anxiety and depression prior to the implementation of the program had an increase in their ability
to self-regulate and manage their stress better. The results Knight et al. (2019) collected from
investigating the SEL program, SEL@MS, formerly known as STEP UP, showed that the
students that participated in the two-year program showed higher emotional competency skills
and positive strategies for dealing with difficult situations based on teacher’s assessment.
Teachers need to be trained to deliver these programs. One SEL program, SPARK, has
outside facilitators who deliver the curriculum. Even though this program produced positive
effects on student well-being, funding may become problematic (Green et al., 2021). This
specific SEL program was also effective in promoting resilience in high school students (Green
et al., 2022). Coelho and Sousa (2016) suggest that all curriculum is age appropriate to fit the
needs of the learners. Programs can be delivered within a class or take on a school-wide
approach. Social Harmony, a school-wide SEL approach, created stronger self-efficacy educators
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as well as improved relationships and school climate (Haymovitz et al., 2018). Not all SEL
programs produce the same positive effects. Moore McBride et al. (2016) concluded that while
this SEL program seemed to have a positive impact on some behaviors, the attitudes regarding
emotional engagement, academic readiness, and civil duties did not align. Each program needs to
be tailored to fit the needs of the school and students. Huss (2008) did not investigate a specific
SEL program but looked at how simply having humor in the classroom motivated students. Huss
(2008) found the best teaching practices include laughter which increases the likelihood of
students being motivated to learn and more engaged. Students feel more connected, comfortable,
and at ease when joy is brought into the environment.
Limitations of the Research
This research focused on the importance of providing a safe, positive classroom
environment for students to help with the emotional well-being and mental health of adolescents.
Before the Covid-19 pandemic, many schools began implementing SEL programs to aid in this
support. The research was evaluated to understand the mental health of adolescents both before
and after the pandemic. One limitation of this project was due to the fact that researchers are still
collecting data on the effects of the pandemic and therefore, we have a limited amount of current
data. As time passes, more data will be collected to show the impacts of what these students have
experienced. This will allow us to design programs that will be able to fit their specific needs.
In addition to data being limited, the variation of models used by schools in re-opening
during and after the pandemic affects students and staff. For example, if one area of the United
States had strict mask rules, and were in distance learning or hybrid models longer than other
schools, their students may experience prolonged effects of this isolation over other students who
experienced less. Students who come from a lower socio-economic background and perhaps
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experienced higher stress during this time could need more classroom support than others and,
therefore, may need SEL programs that are tailored to their needs. This variation would be
something to keep in mind when analyzing the effectiveness of specific SEL programs.
Therefore, many of the SEL programs that were studied were given prior to the pandemic and,
therefore may need to be supplemented to meet the current needs of adolescents after
experiencing the trauma some students faced from the pandemic. However, even with these
limitations, this encourages that further research and studies are needed to ensure that teachers
and educators are meeting the needs of students' emotional and mental well-being.
Implications For Future Research
Research shows that the Covid-19 pandemic has caused many adolescents to struggle
with mental and emotional health. We need to support our students by providing a safe, positive
learning environment that allows our students to improve their well-being and promote
belonging in our schools. Our SEL programs need to be designed to meet the needs of students,
specifically students battling anxiety, depression, and loneliness. Researchers need to continue to
survey students, parents, and educators to understand more about where gaps are in these areas
so programs can be designed to fit the needs.
Each state had different regulations about masks, social distancing, isolation, and
different learning modalities during the pandemic. Therefore, adolescent needs can vary from
region to region. In addition, each region varies in factors such as socioeconomic status,
ethnicity, and cultural norms. This may have an impact on the success of individual SEL
programs. Continued research should be conducted to understand more about the gaps each
region is experiencing.
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We need to continue to adapt these programs to also fit the needs of our current cultural
state. Students will not be able to learn from programs that are outdated and do not address some
of the issues related to the pandemic. SEL programs need to be relevant, fun, and enjoyable.
Therefore, SEL curriculum may need to be developed that addresses these new needs, and data
should be gathered to see if there are improvements in well-being and belonging.
Implications for Professional Application
As I walked into the 2021–22 school year, I knew that it was going to be a taxing year.
Our school district adopted a new science curriculum that aligned with the new NGSS, we had to
teach new standards, and I had a new collaborative teammate after one of my colleagues retired.
However, the biggest challenge I would be facing this year would be to try and re-group after a
year and a half of a combination of distance learning, hybrid, and full in-person. As teachers, we
needed to try to get things “back to normal” as best as we could, yet, not knowing what could
potentially happen during the year as Covid-19 outbreaks were still occurring.
Most teachers saw some of the effects of distance learning/hybrid immediately. Students
lacked interpersonal skills, relational skills, and a sense of community due to isolation. Many of
my students hadn’t been in a classroom science 5th grade. Throughout this year, I really tried to
take time each class period to talk to my students, listen to their stories, and giggle at their jokes
before diving into our curriculum for the day. My students needed time to rebuild relationships
that had been lost during the pandemic. The importance of establishing a classroom community
seemed to allow my students to be more successful, but it also allowed me, as the teacher, to be
able to like teaching again. This made me wonder if there is a significant role that classroom
community plays in student well-being. It was also alarming to see how many of my students
were struggling with depression and anxiety.
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Many parents, educators, and community members have been focused on the academic
learning loss that occurred during the pandemic. We have been concerned that student
standardized test scores have dipped and that we should be worried about learning gaps that our
students have due to Covid-19 related issues. While that may be important, relational intelligence
and the bonds that are found in relationships are essential to student success. This research
helped me understand how building a classroom community can have positive effects on
achievement, particularly during adolescence, and how we can combat the relational disconnect
in a post-Covid-19 world. I think that it can have lasting effects on both student well-being and
teacher well-being.
The school that I teach in has adopted our first SEL program, Character Strong, which is
designed to help students with improving their mental health, sense of well-being, and classroom
community. This review of literature has supported my effort to implement this curriculum
during my connections class.
Conclusion
Adolescence is a difficult period of life. Teens are experiencing psychological, emotional,
and physical changes as they move from being a child to becoming an adult. Research shows that
classrooms that provide a supportive, engaging learning environment can increase student
well-being, belonging, and academic achievement. There are many ways that teachers can
provide this positive community within their classrooms. One way to support students is to
provide classrooms with SEL programs that educate students on relational skills, mental health
practices and increase social-emotional well-being. Meeting the needs of adolescents in regard to
SEL programs will depend on the current needs of the students. Further research is needed to
understand more about the effects of the Covid-19 pandemic on adolescent mental health and
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well-being. Through all of this research, I have learned that classrooms that serve adolescents
should include social-emotional learning programs that help students build relationships,
confidence in themselves, and improve overall well-being.
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